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RESEARCH ON ENGLISH PHONOLOGY IN NEW YORK CITY IS 
DESCRIBED, CURRENT LINGUISTIC .THEORY IS CONSIDERED UNABLE TO 
ACCOUNT FOR MASSIVE "FREE VARIATION" IN TiC PHONOLOGY OF THE 
SPEECH OF THAT AREA. ISOLATED V£RE PHONOLOGICAL VARIABLES 
VWICH ARE ASSOCIATED WITH SOCIAL, STYLISTIC, ETK-IC, Ah© 
INDIVIDUAL FACTORS IN NEW YORK CITY, QUANTITATIVE INDEXES 
V®RE CONSTRUCTED AND INTERVIEWING TECHNIQUES DEVISED TO 
ISOLATE CONTEXTUAL STYLES. TtC FI^©INGS SHOW THAT TIC SPEECH 
OF ^CW YCRKERS IS HIGiiLY DETERMINED BY CONTEXT AND 
SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS. THE RESEARCH PERMITTED ESTABLISHMENT OF 
A STRUCTURAL. UNIT, THE LINGUISTIC VARIABLE, WHICH IS A CLASS 
OF VARIANTS SUCH AS MORPHS CR PHONES, ^ICH IS CRCERED ALONG 
A CONTINUOUS DIMENSION, AND WHOSE POSITION IS DETERMINED BY 
AN INDEPENDENT LINGUISTIC CR EXTRALINGUISTIC VARIABLE. THE 
THEORETICAL CONSEQUENCE OF INTIK5CUCING THIS CONSTRUCT IS THE 
ENLARGEMENT OF LINGUISTIC THEORY. THE AUTHOR SUGGESTS THE 
ADDITION OF THE LINGUISTIC VARIABLE TO THE REPERTORY OF 
STRUCTURAL LINGUISTICS TO DESCRIBE REGULARITIES IN LINGUISTIC 
BEHAVIOR WHICH VXXILC OTHERWISE REMAIN INACCESSIBLE. THIS 
ARTICLE IS PUBLISHED IN THE "WASHINGTON LINGUISTICS REVIEW," 
VOLUME 3, SPRING 1966. (KL) 
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STRUCTURAL UNIT 

William Labov 
Columbia University 

Introduction: the implication of sociolinguist ic research for linguistic 

theory 



FOif aasch the greater p^art of the twentieth cen *uryf general linguistics 
has been concerned with a very general type of lang^ ge, independent of the 
particular speaker, the listener, or the speech community in which language 
occurs. Considerable progress has been made by adhering to this abstract con- 
ception of language— in phonemics and morphology, and now more recently in syn- 
tax, Yet in the last few years, there has been a growing interest in the study 
of language in the context of the speech community. Some conceive of this 
study as 'sociolinguistics*, and envisage a new subdiscipline of linguistics, 
with its own subject matter and it^ own problems. Indeed, there are important 
problems of language planning and multilingual conflict which require such an 
approach. However, there is a completely different approach to socio linguistic 
research, xn which these studies are considered as an essential part of general 
linguistics. This is the point of view that will be prescuCcd i« this axscus- 
8 ion. There is good reason to believe that many problems of general linguistic 
theory that have been argued to a standstill for decades, can be solved by ex- 
tending the range of data to be considered. In this report, I would like to 
show how critical problems of cross-structural variation can be reanalyzed 
and solved by the introduction of quantitative data from empirical research in 
the speech commmity. 

It is the Introduction of this data, and the new regularities that appear 
within it, which has strained our general linguistic theory beyond its limit. 
Problems which have long been recognized in the margins and interstices of 
linguistic theory are suddenly thrown into high relief. The fact that /ruwt/ 
and /rut/ are the same words, and yet somehow different words j the massive in- 
tersection of schwa with all other English vowels^ the overwhelming problem of 
accounting for gradual change from one categorical structure to another— these 
problems all depend upon regular alternations which have no place in our gen- 
^^*^Saistic theory,- and their importance is suddenly magnified by the many 

new and unaccountable regularities that are found in socio linguistic research. 
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2. The iaoediata groblems osassive "Jtee vartatioa" iti New York. City phonology 

The theoretical problem which will be confronted here stems from a very 
particular problem exemplified in the many studies of the Hew York City speech 
coraionity.^ Ybeae earlier studies provide keen observation of phonetic detail, 
and thoughtful analyses of the phonemic system as well,- but they are wea' 
in treating the widespread variation which is characteristic of New York City. 
For one item after another, we read that New Yorkers show "free variation in 
the use of final and preconsonantal /r/, in the vowel of ask, dance, etc., 

in the glide of the vowel in saU, daily, etc., and many others. For example, 
Allen Hubbell says this about the use of Irt in New York City: 



■K 

> 



The pronunciation of a very large number of New 
hibits a pattern in these words that might ^ 

be described as the complete aosence of any pattern. . Such 
speakers sometimes pronounce /r/ before a ° , 

pause and sometimes omit it, in a thoroughly haphazard 

fashion . 

Is it possible that such a large part of the speech system of New Yorkers 
is the product of chance factors? The idea goes against the grain of our con- 
ception of language as Che most highly structured type of human behavior. Free 
variation certainly exists, in the sense of irreducible fluctuations^in the 

sounds of a iauguage without any one slBuificant conditlvuine. factor. out 



A Frank "The Speech of New York City", University of Michigan 

York City Speech", American S aeech 37:13-26, 1962. . 

p. 43. 

in a very wide range of fields, including social, economic, 
ccia;;i£ic -SasScs... there is a characteristic irregular fluctuation or 
in the behavior of individual objects, events, and phenomena, tne 
de‘4ils of ^ic? are not predictable within the context under discussion. 

'Ao*'tn Causality, and Chance in Modern Physics (New York: Harper, 196 ), 

p 22. 'sohm distinguishes chance contingencies of this sort 

vi*«k, ^art Iyo -fflolated bv empirical study: both are evidence of «.he 

causes f in the number and relative proml- 

nSa^^ofthLcauses toolved. The characteristic step in the 
of "free variation" in linguistics is to assume the absence of sign 
causes or conditions without empirical investigation. 
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this i. quits ai4i«srea6 inattet: ,it-,cpncatas, osctilations of entire phoneme 

■ categotiesr- the. .set.qf JlffiUains jhone^^^ and disappears as a whole, 

•large word classes shift phone.nic memberships one word class shows a continuous 

transition across ^hree phonemic boundaries. The problem, then, might be 

stated in this way: what are the factors which govern the occurrence of /r 

and other variables in New York City? and having isolated such factors, we 
must ask: how can these new ^structural elements be integrated into the phone- 

mic system of the speech community? 



3. ■ Methids for the quantitative study of linguistic performance 

One reason for the complexity of speech behavior in New York City is the 
fact that variation takes place on many dimensions: social, stylistic, etnnic 
and individual factors are commingled in the final result. A numoer 
methods were required to analyze and measure this variation. These, have een 
described in detail elsewhere-,^ here the steps may be suammrized in enougn de- 
tail to show how the lingoi.stic regularities to be discussed were actually 
derived, and what new conceptual approaches were required. 

a. The first step in this procedure, carried out in exploratory inter- 
M,. of fho Ch:»f variables that carry social ainnificance. 



Phonological'variables are preferred, because of their high frequency, their 
immunity co‘ total suppression, their codabiUty. and wide distribution through- 
out this population. Seventy exploratory Interviews suggested the existence 
of correlations between social, -stylistic and linguistic patterns for many of 



^'■The Social Stratification of English in New York City ' 

> ^ "Pbcnoioliical Correlaces of Social Sira^xiica 

tioI””in'Lhn j! Gum^^^ anfoell Hymes (eds.) The Ethnceragffi of Commyic? . ^ 
(to appear)- "Subjective Dimensions of a Linguistic Change in Progress , P P 
. Iflie^rX^^fore linguistic Society of A-rica, C«^ " « fiS^d S®- 

forelasSrn Sorioio^^^^^^^^^ Boston April 1964. to appear xn^^J^boa 

Fishman fed. ) . A Reate |n j. ^ Symposium on 

?— » 
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«» •*«*»•* oi "free variation" by earlier 
vorkera. Five min phonplogical variables were established, and a larger num- 
ber of phonological and grammatical variables which seen»d to sho«^ significant 
patterns of social distribution. The five main . variables are: (r), the 

occurrence of final and preconsonantal /r/; (eh), the height. of the v.,wel 
bad. Hk. langh. etc; (oh), tte helgltt of the vowel in Paul, office, 

talk, etc.; (th). the use of fricative, affricate or stop as the first con- 
sonant of thina, thought, etc.; and (dh), Che corresponding voiced variable 

2 .A this, then , etc. / 

b The second step is Che construction of quantitative Indexes for the 
exact measurement of the variables, taking into account every occurrence of 
the variable in the word class defined. The analyst codes each phone on a 
simple numrlcai scale, ranging from two categories in the case of (r) to ave 
categories in the case of (eh) and (oh). A numerical average of these ratings 
is the basis for the index; the range of variants and the distribution from 

the median variant is considered later in various measures of linguistic sta- 

bility and deviation. 

c. The third step is the selection of a sample. This sample must repre- 
sent a’well-defined population, so that one can estimate the relative success 
in studying this population, estimate the sources of error, end at some later 
time restudy the population to determine what changes have taken place. In a 

large city, tha enumeration of a census tract alone is a difficult task; tne 

most efficient way to approach this problem is to graft the linguistic study 
on to an earlier sociological study, and conduct a secondary survey of a por- 
tion of the earlier sample. This allows the maximum concentration on Unguis- 

tie probletas, with the greatest gain in reliability. 

The main base for the descriptionof the socioUnguistlc study of Sew York 
City English was a survey of the lower Bast Side, using as a base .the sample 
drawn by the ItoblUzation for Youth analyses in 1961. This jleleetien was. a 

.Stratified random sample, from which ve selected in turn the ‘ adult native 



^In the notation to be used throughout thla paper, 

thus /t/ is the Ehohenid cafegbry, (i^ la tte . 35 
SC 1^1) to » Particular value or variant of the variable, and (r)-35 
is m «^era^c' indiex seor^ for the variable* 
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speakers of Sagliah who hot jc»ve^ within the, previous two years* with rep- 
resentation from all of the important ethnio groups, age levels sad socio- 
economic classes. target sample of 195 adults was constructed for the lin- 
guistic survey* and over a foxir month period in 1963, a total of 157 were in- . 
terviewisd— over 80 per. cent— along with 5S children of these informants. 
Mr. lfi.chael Kae of Haverford College joined me In this field work. 

d. One of the wst critical steps in this series of techniques is the 
Isolation of contextual styles ^ One of the basic concerns in the construction 
of* an interview form was an escape from the dties^ of foriaal context vs. rep- 
resentative san^ling. Only through a series of formal Interviews in the heme 
can we hope to acquire comparable samples of behavior of a represpntasive 
cross-section of the population. But we want to obtain not just one style of 
speech— the whole range of stylistic conditioning Is our object. And In the 
context of the formal interview, informants will use a style which is appropri- 
ately careful. On the face of the matter, it may appear that the subject is 
casual and relaxed; but we must assume that he has another style, a more casual 
form of speech, which he uses with his family and intimate friends. This 
assumption was fully justified in the light of our final results. 

In the approach used here, the range of contextual styles 2.s conceived as 
a continuums by various devices, we elicit cositrolled samples of styles along 
this continuum, samples which ar#/ ordered by successively greater degrees of 
attention given to the speech process (that is, more audio-monitoring). In the 
most informal style, casua l speech (Style A), the minimum attention is socused 
on speech. The range of successively more formal styles Includes: Style B, 

careful speech , the main bulk of the interview; Style C, reading style; Style 
D, the pronunciation of Isolated words; and Style D*, the pronunciation of 
minimal pairs distinguished only by. the- variable In question. 

The first two thirds of the interview is designed about the problem of 
eliciting casual speech. Two topics are embedded in the interview which allow 
the subject to disregard the constraints of the, ^formal situation. One of these 
is a dlscussi-on of childhood rhymes, and the code of or^l legislation used by 
preadplescent , children. Here the, use of csreful speech style Is inappropriate. 
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iti some cases actwalrly impossible*^ The $ecoad ^plc is introduced by a ques- 
tioii,. about ; situations. , in which, the informant >?as in serious danger of being 
killed* As he recounts^ such an- incident j his re involvement in the sitxiation 
distracts his, atuention from the interview situations ard we obtain spontaneous 
s^^cech, wi^h the same phonological clxaracteristics as casual speech, breaking 
through the fonnal constraints of the situation. 

Three other contextual situations may be defined in which the constraints 
of the fortMl interview normally do not apply; speech outside the interview 
proper, speech to a third person, and long digressions not in response to <t, 
direct question. In five contexts, therefore, we find that casual speech 
occur. The actual occurrence of casual speech is defined by accompanying 
channel cues independent of the phonological variables; changes in tempo, 
pitch, volume; laughter; or heavy breathing. If in one of the five contextual 
situations designated, at least one of the five channel cues is recorded, the 
utterance is marked as casual speech , and the values of the phonological vari- 
ables are used for the average index scores lor casual speech. 



4. The pattern of stylistic variation 

To illustrate the way in which phonological behavior is correlated with 



this range of contextual styles, we may take the example of one informant, 
Susan Salto, 37 years old, a third generation New Yorker of Italian background, 
who works as a sempstress and a beautician. 

In the greatest part of the interview, registered as careful speech , Style 
B, this informant used constricted /r/ in 26 per cent of the cases where the 



variable (r) was observed. In this case, the index is this percentage; 



(r^-26,^ In the sections marked casual speech . Style A, she showed (r)-02. 



^For example, in ”I won’t go to Macy’s any more, more, more/ There’s a 
big fat policeman at the door, door, door/*' it is almost impossible to repeat 



these lines using the /r/-pronouncing style of careful speech with low (oh) 
vQwe Is;. 



^The variable (r) includes all instances where orthographic or historical 
X -Pj^.curs; ' Ip: fina;ir,- ^and .pr consonantal position. , except after mio central 



voWeli, as in her, were , work Chese latter word classes are studied separately 
ab' yS^iaBlbs. 

nocaCiOP means tiiat ip 26 per cent of the occurrences of the 

was recorded. All transcriptions are 

I the - tei 



recordings of Che interviews. 
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(r>61, apd for StKle O' , where (e> was -«k chief fotus, (r)-lOO.' nt s 
;£ia'alstyXei,fer 

use^^of coRSt£?icts4 - • , u 

At the ease tine, 5usan.SaXto showed equally regular , progressions rn the 

other four phonological .variables. In casual speech, she showed (eh)-20. a 

pronunciation in which the vowel- of bad was the sane as that of bared, xn 

careful speech, she useg more and more, open vowels, with (eh)-28; in reao ng 

ctyie (eh)-36: in word lists, (eh)-40. In this most formal style, she Con- j 

siste^tly pronounced bad, ask, dance, l«if . cash, etc. with the same low vowel 

as with bat . * 

In general linguistic terminology, the behavior of Susan Salto can 

described as an alternation between two phonemic categories: 

Iri /0/ 

/aeh/ /eh/ ^ 

But to represent the regularities which we actually observed, we would have to 
indicate somehow the regular transition between these categories, perhaps with 

a synibol such as this: 






/ 0 / 

I 

7x1 



/e 



/ 



/ah/ 




However, the arrows shown here have nopl.ace in the alphabet of structural 
temninology. Various devices have been used in the past to handle the problem 
of cross-structural variation. We might, for example, speak of c pexlga nt 
systems . But the structural invariant here is not only the two end- 
points: it is also the regular transition between them. We can speak of dia- 
lect mixtures in varying amounts: but it can be shown that Susan Salto is not 

boftewifig from any one else's dialect. This transition is itself a character- 
istic of hdr own diSlect, If we should adopt the methbd of autopreserlpt iro 

used With good results in generative grammar for working with 



. . infXaahta, • and ask Susan Salto to re-edit the text, then the categories /O/ 

altogether, together with the transitions. We wouW 

simplicity. 



'C.V- ' 'i' r ' , . ^"7'/'^’' -V . ' ‘ ^ ' ' t ‘ ‘‘ , ‘ - * • * * ■ 

j ' -5.' ~ ^ ^ ^ .. .. . . - . 1 
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styi? as a separate, idiolect. most consistent, 

alV resuU 0 ^^ 0. the contrary, 

most explicable ,, ,, .. aa^a with oscillations and contra- 

, .e speech o. ^ ^ ^ 

“dictions, and It is on,.y < te discern the 

social and stylistic variation of the speech conttunity that 

re.lat strnctcral pattern . ..Nation, .one 

The variaole '“** ^re comparable with the sounds used in any 

of the varxants used oy^^^sa^-^^ 

Other word groups,. v.\'*9S indicating a mixture of 

tently. Her index score in casual 

the high, overrounded, partly centra xae Americans before 

rounded form ts'*’!. not much different ro „adi„g style, she moves 

Irl. in careful speech, the index “ ^ ^ist. to 

more towards the lower form wi > ^ 

«>-- “;:: ::r:.: rjr:.::. .. .. — 

few ©ver. lower vowels, approxitnati g 

New !ingland. ' ^ fViaae -variants are 

“ Tr:‘«" ::rr:r.r.:;r. .i.r,i..u »„..v 

•» * 

• range of dispersion within a category: 






H' 



/oh/ . 









• w . r 

. , ,.v,-,*nk of such a unit as an integral category. Tlie 

i vra:: and the.distribution Of touens within this 

type /oh/ « ^ fhlsv.inimal uhithasno interior stru=- 

type cannot .be - . ^ ,,,, 
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and (oh) hre peraUei units. The pavsllei cannot ^ 

,.es..„ foc the (tone voweis show to edd a stvuc^ 

vrt^ere-.the^ack veweis have on , o * . 



where the back yowei.^ «civt. w..-, . j f«r feh)* 

wnejre V. ...,. ^ e,‘niiar to that used for ^.en;. 

tural unit to the analysis of (oh) siiailat 



/oh/ 



If of the procedure followed in the isolation of contextual 
As the resu ^egularitv has appeared in the phonological behav- 

styles. a certain degre ^ „„aom- 

ior of this one, informant. Her o 1 ;. nr^^ui^tic situation in 

U is surely not the product of pure ,„aividual 

Hew Yorh City is not clarified by such ^ „f M, 

•i-u .3 ^^ifferent systetn: sotj® using a 5 

would seen to operate wi - . exclusively, others 

some with very little; some us n • between. In what way can 

.iways using (eh-4). and the 

there be said to be a coherent struc selection of informants and 

At this point, the important becomes evident. It 

the cross-classification of L eii soc variation to that of social 

is necessary to pass from t. question o s U- ^ 
variation, where an even aigher degree 



5. .The pattern of social variation 

. . „r social structure which might be correlates with 
There are >na.ny underlying regularities in inter- 

linguistic performance, - - i„portant elements 

personal variation. coamunities. aj^r^lation^v-the 

rtf «?ocial structure m complex — 

lingoiT tic variables - iWB gtggriy-shcwB-^ relation. 



*ru-i:Vhi&^^ 

appeared as a ^ ^ 9 12. The most conclusive cv 

sca^sS ^cLriatlon^f ehese variables. 
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The scale, of socio-economic ranking used here is one developed by. Mobili- 
zation for Youth from their original data^ using the objective indicators of 
productive status based on occupation (of the breaduinner ) . education (of the 
breadwinner), and Income (of the family, per capita). These are combined 
with equal weights into a composite index of socio-economic class (SEC), rang- 
ing from 0 in the lowest bracket to 9 in the highest. 

In the anslynis of the New York City data, a great many detailed correla- 
tions for each variable were. found, and the differences in the behavior of the 
five main variables were important in the reconstruction of the evolution of 
the New York City vowel system.^ Some variables showed fine stratification, 
and it was possible to show correlations wit.- each of six subdivisions of the 
basic u-9 scale, ' Others showed sharp stratification into two major groups. 
However, if we disregard the differences, and divide the SEC scale into three 
equal sections for all five variables, we obtain the very regular matrices of 

Table 1. - . 

In Ta^le Ig there is systematic variation for each variable for each 
.social class and for each contextual style. The 0-2 group may be considered 
informally as lower class ; the 3-5 group aq working class; and the 6-9 group 
as middle class. These regularities show us that the speech of New Yorkers 
is highly determined by both context and socio-economic class;- that the deter- 
mination is regular in its effects for groups as small as ten individuals, 
though not necessarily for groups smaller than five; that the two effects are 
not independent, but show a covariation which indicates that social and sty- 
listic variation are results of a single underlying process. 



10 : 



^See SSEN Ch. 7, pp. 216-224, for a detailed discussion of the selection 
of this index. 
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See SSEN Ch. 9, 12. 
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h division of the middle class group Into lower middk class 6-8, and 
upper middle class . 9, was found to be a regular characteristic of linguistic 
and social behavior in all of the more detailed studies. 
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CIASS. STRATIFICATION OF THE V^IAB1E5> 






p: 



& - 



&'V 



Class Group 0°*2 



Style. ... 
C D 



• D» 



(r) 

(eh) 

(oh) 

(th) 

(dh) 



A B 

02.5 10.5 i4.5 23.5 49.5 

23.0 27.0 29.0 32.0 

23.0 24.0 24.0 21.0 

78.0 65.0 43.5 

78.5 56.0 49.0 . 



Class Group 3-5 



(r) 

(eh'^ 

(oh) 

(th) 

(dh) 



04.0 12.5 21.0 35.0 55.0 

25.0 28.0 30.5 32.0 ^ 

19.5-22.0 23.0 24.0 

68.0 53.5 27.0 

63.5 44.5 34.0 



Class Group 6-9 

(r) ' ' 12.5 

(eh) 

. (oh) 

(th) 



(dh).^ 



25.0 29.0 55.5 

27.0 30.0 34.0 *35.0 

20.0 .23.5 26.5 29.5 

25.5 16.5 10.0 

29.5 16.5 13. 0„ _ 



70.0 
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18 22 14 17 17 

13 21 13 17 

16 22 13 15 
18 22 13 

17 22 13 



N: 



26 28 26 27 26 
21 27 26 27 
23 28 26 27 

15 28 26 
22. 28 26 



N: 



21 30 29 29 29 

23 . 30 29 29 
27 30 29 27 
23 30 29 
27 30 29 
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6. The linguistic variable ■ ' 

' ■ The exacc masureoient oi . socle Unguistlc behavior permits a more precise 
characterization o£ the struc'turai unit sjaDbolized by the arrows above. It 
nay be termed the linguistic variable . Whereas the linguistic variant is a 
particular item— a morph dr a phone— the yariabU is a class of variants which 
are ordered along a continuous dimension and whose position is determined by 

an independent linguistic or extra-linguistic variable. 

In the over all symbolization of 'the phonemic system of .New fork City, we 
can now insert the variable (r). This particular variable appears as a fre- 
quency with which /r/ is observed in a glvdn environment. . 

.(r) = X /r/ 

where X is the frequency with which -/r/ appears. In turn, X is correlated 
with the social variables of socio-economic class and contextual style: 

X=f(S,C) S = stylistic level 

C = class status 

More precisely, we can make some festimate of what the function f nay be. 

Table 1 does not depart seriously from the linear model: 

f (S, C) = aS + bC + c -• 

One cannot proceed beyond this point at present. In order to specify the 
values of the constants a, b and c, it would be ndcessary to develop a numeri- 
cal evaluation of the continuum of formality of style. Although Styles A 
through D' are shown equally spaced on the graph, it is evident that we can 
only say that they are ordered qualitatively: .[uantitative relations remain 

to be determined. - 

Further studies of the distribution of the variables show that some are 
correlated with ethnic group membership; some are correlated with age, reflect- 
ing an underlying process of change in real time. With the help of this infor- 
mation, we can reconstruct the stages of the evolution of the New fork City 
vowel system. It was noted above that the linguistic variable permits us to 
describe systematic variation* across and within categorical units such as ^he 
phoneme. It also allows us to produce a plausible mechanism for structural 



change. 





Washing!;on Linguistic Review 

Some linguistic variables are functions of other linguistic variables, 
and are not directly influenced by any factors outside of the linguistic sys- 
tem. Others are functions -of extra-linguistic factors; socio-ecenoisie 
class, ethnic group,- age, and so on. These extra- Unguis tic factors are in 
constant process of change themselves;; social stratification may increase, 
ethnic groups are assimilated, children continue to react with and against 
their elders. The linguistic variable reflects this change by a gradual shift 
of distribution of its variants: for exan 5 >le, we may hear higher and higher 

variants of (eh) in !^, ask, dance in the course of several decades, until 
the vowel passes from the status of a low front vowel to a high front vowel. 
Identification of the principal variants with vowels appearing in some other 
word classes may lead to a concentration of variants at a particular phonenac 
level. If the conditioning fbctor disappears con^letely, the linguistic 
variable loses its ordered structure, and is resolved into one. or more phonemic 
categories. On the other hand, we can see some phonemic categories gradually 
entering into the systematic ordering of a linguistic variable; in the case 
of (oh), we are fortunate in being able to witness this process In v^, as 
this item gradually acquires social significance for the working class and the 

lover class.^^ 



^^The position of the low central vowel (ah), for example, is closely 
correlated with (oh). While (oh) shows a significant distribution according 
to style, class, age and ethnic membership, (ah) shows little social signifi- 
cance of this type, and is essentially constant in the speech of a given per- 
son. When (ah) does fluctuate, it is with replacetaent ^of the short 1^ vowel 
/a/, and this is directly correlated with the use of /r/ in the variable 

^^This is the case with (eh), where we find a heavy concentration of var- 
iants at the level of (eh-2), the mid position of bear, where, bs ^ e d, and also 
(ch-4), the low position of bat , bad . 

^^The lower class informants showed no consistent social or stylistic 
variation for. (oh); working class informants showed some differentiation of 
the high form of casual speech from slightly lower forms ii other styles; Iwer 
middle class informants displayed a consistent and wide range of variation from 
the very highest to the very lowest variants, closely correlated stylistic 
context. Subjective response tests showed the lower middle class with tae 
greatest ‘sensitivity to this variant, and lower class with the least. 
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One difficulty in the use of the lingol^ic varieble as a structural unit 
ia that we taywrite <r) for the phoneaic structure of a New Yorker who never 
uses /r/ in his^ own Spefefe' - 'For ea'ditional evidence to support this step, we 
oay turn to the study of ynconscious subjective reactions to the phonological 

Variables. ^ 

7. Subjective reactions to phonological \*ariables 

so far our statements about the social significance of the phonological 

variables Ire based upon inferences made from their distribution In actual 

speech. We would like to. know more exactly whether the members, of the New .ork 
City speech community do react to the values of these variables and judge the 

social status of the speaker on the basis of the sociolinguistic structure 

just exhibited. The task is exceptlcnally difficult because subjective reac- 
tions to individual variables are veil below the threshhold of conscious atten- 
tion. In normal situations, they are inextricably mixed with reactions to 
voice qualifiers.. Intonation, articulation, what the speaker is saying, an 
his general appearance. In the survey of the lower East Side, a su ject ve 
reaction test was developed which successfully isolated unconscious evaluations 

of «-he informants to the five main variables. 

The details of the methods used in this subjective evaluation teat, and 

evidence for their reliability and validity, have .been reported elsewhere. 
Here we may consider the distribution of (r)-positive response: that is, the 

pattern of subjective response characteristic of New Yorkers which is c^sis- 
tent with the recognition of /r/-pronunciation as a prestige feature. Te es 
2 and 3 compare Che distribution of th^ actual use of M with the subjective 

evaluation of /r/: - 



lf> 



’see SSEH Ch.' 11,' and " "Subjective Dimensions of a linguistic Change in 
roaress”. cited above, - 
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TABUS ^ 
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00 


34 
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PEBGESTAGBS- CST (r )-?OSI^WE RESPONSE TO T^ 
THO-GHOICE TEST BY SEC AND AGE 
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SEC 


' ^ 


0-1 


2-5 


6-8 


20-39 


100 


100 


100 


40” 


63 


60 


70 


Table 2 shows 


that 


the 


■* ' ' ^ ^ 

great 



9 

100 

57 
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purposes /r/-less In everyday speecn vs»iy« «/• — »" 

shows any apprectnble aocmnt ot /r/-that is. the upper middle class, college 
educated group below the- age of 40. But in table 3 the situation is radically 
different. The entire group of younger speakers, irrespective of class, shows 
an (r)-positlve response, while the older speakers are ijuite erratic and show 

no fixed pattern* 

■the subjective reaction test is important in establishing the validity of 
the over all socioiinguistlc structure which has been suggested for the Sew 

York eity^ s^ech coomunlty. J .would -like to st^gest that we consider ^ 

speech .cosn^itl as^ wfo£ ivaluatlve nors ‘“an by any 

"Universal per-forraance# 

^^IJefivjsd frdm Teb,!^^^^ 9» ?" 
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. It diit in hts e«fya*y 

ctowt»tion^ nor to #y eon^Sontlen it *U,^ pnrfetelpntii -ta. 

^ *«5toltnsni8|ie etsncbore of tlm consonl^ « « wfels. the variaMe (r) 
appears in his phenplogical system. The particular value of the fttaetloft 



X« £ (A, S, C) 



A*. age 

^ * styltstk'S 6oht«ct 
C ~ eX^a 



for this particular age, style, social status, indicates that the phonene M 
will net appear. But, barring any further change in the. situation described 
by this function, we can point to particular values for age or fotaaUty at 

Biesa>era of this social group will use the category /r/. 

Thus we have arriired at a very general result! that the Hast systematic 
structure is not that of the individSMl'for the idiolect), but of the 

speech coatamity. This is 1« accord with our most general linguistic principle 
as enunciated by de SauSSUre: that language is not an aapect of individtal 

behavior p but rather of social behavipr. 

S. Conclusion: the enlargement of linguistic theory 

nie utility of the linguistic variable as a concept, as a working tool, 
and as a structural element of analysis has been demonstreted in this discus- 
sion. One might introduce escamples from otherr areas of linguistics where such 
a unit may solve long-standing problems. At this point, however, it would be 
useful to re-enamine the theoretical consequences of introducing .this element 
into formal liiiguistic analysts* 

Behind all; of the major linguistic theories that are discussed actively 
todayg there seem to be a comnon set of assumptions about the nature of struc 
tural units. This set of assumptions I would call the "categorical view*. It 
includes the assertions that all linguistic units are: 

^ ■ 1. ' discrete 

2v'- invariant- 

3,. conjunctively defined 

^ 4 , ‘ q^giitatively different ' . i. ,• 

disconetauitles of form'" qr laostioni 'by ijfejar^; e®t the- unit ‘SS' a type 
■.IrfoupB as precisely the' sat* in each. occurrence, despite the fact that 'tokens 

’ ■■■ .. . 19 ' .. .. ■ . 
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Vatyi by cenjuhbtl^ly defined ^ that J&ere le #. safe or prpj^rties dsapci- 
-itp ^ with tte tEife which i^e in some way necessary, , essentj^X, as opposed to 
' oti^ pro^rties i^iiS are, aeci^entol or redwdant; by qualitatively, different « 
~ &at the imlts are coi&nletely different frost, one another, and not distinguished 

— y'v'^ T-nr *r' 

* *• ' ' ' ^.‘' \ 2 ' ^ -- '^' " ' * 

as hoiQogeneous el^oents in an ordered sequence. A fifth property, taay. be , con- 
sidered as, an extension of discreteness: although some structural units are 

compound^ of ethers, there is a Iloit to any such subdivision, and there, are 
for each field a set of atomic prlsces, integral categories, for which no fur- 
ther subdivision is possible. 

These properties of linguistic categories are far^ from arbitrary, ^ey 
appear to correspond well to the basic structure of l^guage 'as we deal with 
it everyday. Xt is someti^s said that man is a categorizing animal: it is 

equally appropriate to say that language is a categorizing activity. The aban- 
donment of any one of these properties might be shewn to have .unfortunate con- 
sequences for linguistic analysis. 

Nevertheless, some modification seems necessary, for there are several 
typea of variation idiich seem to resist this strictly categorical framework. 
As we have seen, cross-structural variation is one such type; the regular 
ordered variation within a category is another; the problems of dealing with 
change from one set of categories to another has been dlscus&<^d. Finally, 
there is the problem that the categorical view often faces alternate analyses 
which are equally consistent with the observed facts, and the choice between 
the two cannot be made on the basis of empirical observation within the theory. 

The multiplicity of methods that have been developed for dealing with 
variation seems to be an indication of the seriousness of the problem. Simple 
neglect is one such. method, perhaps based on the view that variation below- a 
c^erXain level of structure Is automatically nonllnguis tic. Another approach 

is., the. cojncep.t of that .idiolect as the ultimate structural reality. Coexistent 
pJl^pnepic. s.yetei^ have .been discussed; The common core and: over all pattern 
concept has . bfep explored, although with serious results for the underlying 
concept of linguistic structure. For dealing with the problem of temporal 
yariatipn,^^. lingulstic.s has^,p5;ovlded.a of absolute division b^e tween syn- 
ch|pnlc and, diechroni^ analysis. . pne.pfi.the «iost commonly used method^ fol- 
lowed today is that of the school of generative grammar. By setting aside the 
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^ eyi*>nei»£^S«^^^^ M fftvor.^9fc. no^&^ 

/ROiiStiJ ».dUpw^^ tsepplewnp variation. Hortaver. it can 

• be, “* ’“''* r • 

aehteT^i iP- <wc*S «ljerp,npsa|irive .psttcw® are. highly ayateoatlc that is, 
syntax— and this property amy not extend much further. 

■ The' solution that I am advocating here is to add a different type of unit 
; to the repertory of structural linguistics: the linguistic .variable. The • 

variable is distinguished from .t^ Category by ^ fact that it has an interna 
structure which is indefinitely divisible. Variables are not pri.«.. and they 
do hot contain primes. Furthermore, a variable may not be conjunctively de- 
fined. It is not invariant, in so far as its further, extension may be governed 
by its correlations with..other variables, linguistic or nonlinguistic. Thus 
the gradual extension of (eh) to include ,/ih/ in Hew York City is the product 
of the graduel extension of the social factors with which it was correlate 

The variable is of course' an abstraction. In actual texts, we smet with 
' variants only. However, the move from yarlffit to variable is the 
which must be taken here. It l»pli«» that the speech performance of the n 
vidual or the group is best explained thiough the assumption of an uncerlylng 
linguistic continuum, in which categories form, reform and dissolve. Empirical 
' proof for. this claim must be made in each case: it is acco^lished by showing 

that the smallest possible change in some independent variable always produces 
a change in the dependent variable, that is, the llngulst-c variable in ques. 

tioti. 

If X = f (S), then X + A X s= f (S +AS) 

The empirically established statement of the continuously divisible char- 
acter of. the linguistic variable is a necessary condition for its use in 
structural analysis. Variation must be (1) ordered, and (2) correlated with 
■ some Independent variable. If such strict conditions were not laid down, the 

linguistic variable would provide an easy solution to almost any structura 

problem, but at the cost. Of eliminating all rigorous, method. 

There are undoubtedly many idvantages to be gained from introducing the 
I ;Ung^c variable as a structural element, and some no doubt remain to be 
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■ .thift-is 9- ^fruitful 

f we can deflcribe tnany 
•^^larittt^^^ bebavior wUch would 'retoain inaccessible^tc the~ 

v^w of « pu?ftly categortcal theory. * , 
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